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SEX TRAFFICKING AND MORAL HARM: POLITICISED 
UNDERSTANDINGS AND DEPICTIONS OF THE TRAFFICKED 
EXPERIENCE  
 
By Erin O’Brien, Belinda Carpenter and Sharon Hayes 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores notions of harm in sex work discourse, highlighting the extent to 
which essentialist ideas of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ sex have pervaded trafficking policy. 
In a comparative examination of Australian Parliamentary Inquiries and United States 
Congressional Hearings leading to the establishment of anti-trafficking policy, we 
identify the stories that have influenced legislators, and established a narrative of 
trafficking heavily dependent upon assumptions of the inherent harm of sex work. 
This narrative constructs a hierarchy of victimisation, which denies alternative 
discourses of why women migrate for sex work. We argue that it is not sexual 
commerce that is harmful, but pathological, systemic inequalities and entrenched 
disadvantage that are harmful. A narrow narrative of trafficking fails to adequately 
depict this complexity of the trafficked experience.  
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Introduction 
 
Stories of human trafficking have dominated the media over the last ten years 
through films, documentaries, public awareness campaigns, and newspaper articles. 
Media consumers are not the only audience to these stories, with policy-makers 
around the world also taking an interest in the crime of human trafficking. This paper 
explores the narrative of trafficking that has been presented to the makers of anti-
trafficking policy in Australia and the United States, in order to understand how 
constructions of harm have influenced some western responses to migrant sex work 
and sex trafficking. In this paper we question the implicit and explicit assumptions 
made about women migrating for sex work, and challenge essentialist notions of 
harm. In the 21
st
 century, a large proportion of what is considered sex harm is located 
within the market and we argue that a mistake is made when we attribute intrinsic 
harm to such activities as prostitution, adult entertainment, and other forms of sexual 
commerce. In prostitution, essentialist notions of good versus bad sex imbue such 
understandings, with good sex being monogamous and committed, and bad sex, 
commercial and transient. In a similar fashion, affluent western women access 
rational modes of travelling for work, while women from developing nations and 
former soviet nations embody the victim in their migrations. We argue that it is not 
prostitution and migrant sex work that is inherently harmful. Rather, it is pathological, 
systemic inequalities and entrenched disadvantage that are harmful, and that harm in 
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these contexts occurs where inequality and disadvantage are played out through 
sexual commerce and migration.  
 
There are significant contradictions implicit in social constructions of sex, 
sexual commerce and bodies. On the one hand, dominant discourses are explicit that 
sex is to be enjoyed only within heteronormative institutions of the family, marriage 
and other committed, monogamous, emotionally stable structures (Johnson 2005, 1).  
According to these discourses, sex outside these boundaries causes harm, especially to 
women. Women are perceived as only ever victims of aberrant sexual values and 
practices that violate women’s selves, bodily, psychologically and emotionally.  On 
the other hand, entertainment media discourses about sex, sexuality and titillation 
outside heteronormativity abound, encouraging individuals to enjoy and exploit their 
sexuality, recreationally and for gain.  Here, sexuality is all about free choice and sex 
is something that can and should be bought and sold because men want it and women 
embody it. There is no harm, according to this view, in using sex for commercial gain 
(Rekart 2005).  
An analysis of both sets of discourses suggests, however, that the role of sex 
in our society is much more complex, littered with preconceived beliefs about sex and 
bodies, especially in the marketplace.  By unpacking the notion of ‘harm’ and 
questioning the automatic association of sex with power and knowledge on the one 
hand, and disenfranchisement and exploitation on the other, this paper seeks to 
destabilise essentialist relations between women, sex, harm, and commerce. This 
paper begins by identifying the assumptions of harm that are often applied to sex 
work. Secondly, we highlight instances of these assumptions becoming embedded in 
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trafficking policy in Australia and the United States, demonstrating that trafficking for 
sex is viewed as unique, and more harmful, than trafficking for other forms of labour. 
We then move on to explore one of the primary ways in which these assumptions 
have become ingrained in anti-trafficking policy through the perpetuation of narrow 
depictions of sex trafficking. In this section we explore the stories of trafficking that 
dominated the political discourse during the development of anti-trafficking 
legislation, identifying the emergence of a hierarchy of victimisation delineated 
according to assumptions of harm and ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sex. Finally we consider some 
alternative discourses of why women migrate for work and sex, challenging the 
dominant, and politicised, understanding of the trafficking experience. 
This research relies upon a comparison of political debates in Australia and 
the United States of America leading to the development of anti-trafficking 
legislation. These two case studies have been selected due to their relevance to 
contemporary trafficking debates. The selection of the USA as a case study is almost 
mandatory due to its self-declared status as a world leader against human trafficking 
(TIP Report 2009), and positioning of the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons as a watchdog of other nations’ efforts to fight human trafficking (Chuang 
2006). Australia has been selected as a point of focus for this study partly as it is the 
geographical location of the researchers, but also due to its distinctiveness within sex 
work debates at present. Australia is one of a few designated ‘destination countries’ 
for trafficking with a legal sex industry, and has been identified by anti-prostitution 
advocates as evidence of their claim that legalised prostitution leads to increased 
trafficking (Jeffreys 2008). Despite this criticism, Australia continues to receive a Tier 
1 ranking from the annual Trafficking in Persons Report from the US State 
Department (TIP Report 2012). These two countries also provide an interesting 
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comparison as they represent somewhat dichotomous approaches to domestic 
prostitution, as well as its relationship to trafficking. In the United States, prostitution 
is criminalised across the country
[ii]
 and decision-makers have demonstrated a clear 
willingness to accept abolitionist arguments asserting a causal relationship between 
legalised prostitution and trafficking (US TIP Report 2008, 24). By contrast, 
prostitution is legalised across several states of Australia,
[iii]
 and legislators have 
demonstrated a greater scepticism towards arguments that legalised prostitution leads 
to increased trafficking (Australian Parliament 2005, 43).  
The comparative analysis conducted for this research involved a document 
review of key Congressional hearing and Parliamentary inquiry transcripts, with a 
particular focus on the ‘true’ stories of trafficking told by witnesses to these hearings. 
The evolution of anti-trafficking legislation in Australia and the United States is 
ongoing. However, the US Congressional hearings held between 1999 and 2005, and 
the Australian Parliamentary Inquiries held between 2003 and 2005, have guided anti-
trafficking efforts in these countries over the last decade, with few significant changes 
to legislation after this period. We have chosen to examine the political discourse 
during this time period in order to gain an understanding of how these depictions of 
trafficking influenced early understandings of the trafficking problem. Stolz (2005, 
2007) argues that witnesses to such hearings play an ‘educative role’ for legislators, 
and thus these first stories of trafficking shared in Congressional hearings and 
Parliamentary inquiries play a significant role in contributing to what Kingdon (2003) 
describes as the ‘problem recognition’ stage of policy-making.  
 
Harm, sex and work 
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“Harm” is a term that means to injure, but what constitutes injury depends on 
both the context within which the term is employed and who is being injured.  A good 
example is the discourse about women being ‘harmed’ by sexual commerce - that is, 
discourses that describe women as a group being injured by the sex industry, or 
particular women being victims of harm simply because they are sex workers (Barry 
1995; Raymond 2004).  The first definition of harm condemns all sex work as 
injurious. The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women Australia states on its website 
that “prostitution per se is a form of violence against women,” that “prostitution, in 
itself, is intrinsically traumatising” and that “the harm is physical, social, emotional, 
and psychological.” Moreover, “the harm extends to all women and humanity as a 
whole – socially, culturally, and globally” (CATWA 2009). Thus, even women (and 
men) who are not involved in or exposed to prostitution are harmed by it.  
In order to support their claims of harm, CATWA make a number of related 
points.  First, they state that, in first world countries, prostitutes are disproportionately 
drawn from marginalised populations, creating a vicious cycle of drug and alcohol 
dependency. This in turn further stigmatises such marginalised groups, especially 
women, entrenching the kinds of discriminatory and divisive attitudes that lead to an 
unhealthy society.  Second, developing countries, which are increasingly reliant on 
“sex tourism to attract foreign currency”, reinforces the domination of the strong over 
the weak (CATWA 2009).  Ipso facto, prostitution is intrinsically harmful, because it 
contributes to the breakdown of society. This kind of harm we call “global harm” in 
recognition of the fact that individuals, groups and even nations need not be aware of 
being harmed, while still subject to insidious damage imposed through the presence of 
prostitution. This kind of harm is similar to what Feinberg terms “harm to public 
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interests”; that is, harm to something that most people in society would have an 
interest in – the elimination of poverty and violence, for example (Feinberg 1984, 
223).  
The second kind of harm focuses on specific harms to individuals directly 
involved in prostitution, and is most commonly expressed in public health discourses 
about “harm minimisation” or “harm reduction”.  
Sex work is an extremely dangerous profession. The use of harm reduction 
principles can help to safeguard sex workers’ lives in the same way that drug 
users have benefited from drug use harm-reduction. Sex workers are exposed to 
serious harms: drug use, disease, violence, discrimination, debt, criminalisation, 
and exploitation…. Successful and promising harm reduction strategies are 
available: education, empowerment, prevention, care, occupational health and 
safety, decriminalisation of sex workers, and human rights based approaches 
(Rekart, 2005, 366).  
Harm reduction focuses on “pragmatic and evidence based health policies” that focus 
more on keeping sex workers safe than on eliminating or reducing sex work. 
Proponents of this view often argue that legalising prostitution allows sex workers to 
“escape pimps and organised crime”, allows more effective public health measures to 
be instituted, and removes sex work as a “victimless crime” (Rekart 2005).  
These two types of harm –global and specific – speak to three essentialist 
understandings of harm and sex. First is the positioning of ‘good’ sex as intimate, 
private, and romantic, and ‘bad’ sex as commercial, promiscuous, and transitory 
(Johnson 2005). Bernstein (2007) argues that during the 18
th
 century sexuality shifted 
from a procreative orientation in pre-industrial society to a companionate or relational 
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model under industrial capitalism.  Based on durable domestic relationships, such a 
model reorganised the ways in which appropriate sexual relations occurred.  Within 
this way of thinking prostitution promoted adultery and promiscuity and challenged 
the sanctity of the family.  The exchange of money becomes largely irrelevant, 
although it may be seen to encourage the seller and admonish the guilt of the buyer.  
Access to commercial sex is positioned as a cause of marriage and family breakdowns 
and speaks to an idealised form of intimate sexual relations, a quest for the return to 
traditional relations between sex, romantic love and family (Weitzer 2009, 7).  
Moreover, as the idea of non-commercial sexual relations outside of marriage has 
become more acceptable, the perceived harm of the sex industry has shifted from 
promiscuity and adultery to the harm of impersonal sex acts.  Commercial sex 
becomes the exemplar of a society in which traditional values associated with sex are 
debased and commercialised. 
The second harm, and that which has most salience in contemporary society, 
is the harm of commercial sex to women as a group. This harm is intrinsic to sexual 
commerce due to the exchange itself, which exemplifies the exploitation and 
victimisation of all women via commodification and objectification. Central is the 
assertion that there is an intrinsic property of sex that makes its commodification 
wrong.  Women who sell sex are seen as dehumanised, as victims of a system that 
forces them to commodify very private, intimate sexual behaviours (Barry 1995; 
Raymond 2004).  Thus, commercial sex becomes an extreme example of harm in a 
society where women have little access to power and great earning potential through 
the use of their sexualised bodies.  From this viewpoint, commercial sex is not wrong 
because it causes harm; rather it constitutes a harm in and of itself.   
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The third and final harm is to society more generally.  The sex industry is 
perceived to be integral to the perpetuation of organised crime, especially drug and 
people trafficking. Any distinction between forced and voluntary migration for 
prostitution is a myth because coercion is always involved, even if the worker is 
unaware of it.  Moreover, differentiating street prostitution from escort work or sex 
trafficking is illusory since the simple act of money exchange is the harm.   What all 
three harms have in common – the harm of transient sex, commercial sex and sex 
migration - is that they separate sex from commitment and emotional ties.  
We are also, however, caught in a conundrum of trying to reconcile current 
discourses about the harm caused by sex with discourses about sexual empowerment, 
sexual pleasure and fun.  The introduction of anonymous sexual encounters as 
entertainment on reality TV shows such as Big Brother and Temptation Island are 
good examples of the ways viewers are offered the position of voyeur to the sexual 
exhibitionism of the contestants.  According to Hawkes (2004, 16) sex in the 
entertainment media is disengaged from relationships and emotions. In these 
environments, the desire for sex is of no more consequence than the desire for food.   
Similarly, the increase in sex tourism dissolves the relation between sex and 
commitment.  “Vacation sex provides a context within which sex has no more moral 
content than windsurfing or scuba diving” (Hawkes, 2004, 17). 
At the same time, the rise of television shows such as Sex and the City, and 
Secret Diary of a Call Girl, provide us with a voyeuristic insight into what sexual 
power for women might be like. Women in these shows are not merely objects for 
male sexual satisfaction and they provide a pedagogic framework within which young 
women may learn about sexual power (Stillion Southard 2008). These women are 
taking risks, but the risk is seen as empowering. The woman who uses her body in 
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sexually and commercially satisfying ways has confronted the risk of harm and 
overcome it. These positive affirmations of women’s sexual experiences in the face of 
possible harm show us that women’s desire is not secondary to men’s, or necessarily 
vulnerable to exploitation. Rather, female desire affirms the positive space that 
women can occupy in the worlds of sex and commerce.  
 
Sex and harm in trafficking policy 
 
These concerns about the harmfulness to women of “bad sex” – which is 
transitory, recreational, unemotional – can often be seen to motivate a belief in the 
inherent harmfulness of prostitution. Moreover, these understandings of prostitution 
as a harm in and of itself, influence international debates in which the harm of sex 
trafficking is positioned as qualitatively different to other forms of trafficking. This 
can clearly be seen in the trafficking policy and legislation adopted in Australia and 
the United States, where sex trafficking is characterised as unique based on an 
implicit acceptance of the harm of sex work.  
Legislation in the United States is explicit in its acceptance of the inherent 
harm of sex work. The Trafficking Victims Protection Act 2000 established a tiered 
definition of trafficking that specifically identifies the sex industry as more egregious. 
The related offence refers to a ‘severe form of trafficking’ that incorporates forced 
labour in all industries. However, sex trafficking is then defined as a form of 
trafficking that can occur without force. This effectively defines all migrant sex work 
as trafficking. 
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Statements by policy-makers indicate that this definition was based on a belief 
in the harmful nature of sex work itself. Congressman Chris Smith, one of the leaders 
of the legislation, stated that, ‘Emphatically the legislation rejects the principle that 
commercial sex should be regarded as a legitimate form of work’ (US Congress 2001, 
8). 
This legislative principle that all migrant sex work is to be viewed as harmful 
is also clearly evident in policy statements made by US government officials, 
particularly during the George W. Bush Administration. United States foreign policy 
states that sex work is a harm that fuels the trade in women and children.  In the 
annual Trafficking in Persons Report in which the United States (US) rates every 
other nations’ efforts to combat trafficking, the US urges other governments to “take 
action to fight commercial sexual exploitation”. They argue that, where prostitution 
flourishes, trafficking in persons (US TIP Report 2005).  Such a belief has also been 
formalised in the National Security Presidential Directive 22. This document, issued 
by President George W. Bush, stated that prostitution “should not be regulated as a 
legitimate form of work for any human being” (NSPD 22 2002). This directive was 
accompanied by an ‘Anti-Prostitution Pledge’ incorporated into the Trafficking 
Victims Protection Reauthorization Acts 2003 and 2005, requiring all organisations 
receiving US government funding to combat both trafficking and HIV/AIDS (TVPRA 
2005, 12). Despite some evidence that the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons under the directorship of Luis CdeBaca has softened its condemnation of 
sex work (Mahdavi 2011), the anti-prostitution pledge remains embedded within US 
anti-trafficking legislation.  
In contrast, policy-makers in Australia consistently refused to debate the harm 
of sex work during the Parliamentary Inquiries held between 2003 and 2005. 
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However, the anti-trafficking legislation adopted in 2005 does offer an implicit 
acceptance of the belief that trafficking into the sex industry is distinct from 
trafficking into other industries. No explanation is given for this distinction, but it is 
probable that a belief in the inherent harm of sex work encouraged legislators to view 
it as separate to other industries in which trafficking occurs.  
The inclusion of specific provisions regarding debt bondage in Australia’s 
Criminal Code Amendment (Trafficking in Persons Offences) Act 2005 also offers 
some insight into legislators’ belief in the inherent harm of prostitution. Subsection 
270.7(1) of the Criminal Code declares that in determining a case of debt bondage, a 
court may consider ‘the economic relationship between the first person and the 
second person’ as well as ‘the terms of any written or oral contract or agreement 
between the second person and another person (whether or not the first person)’. 
(Subsection 270.7(1) of the Criminal Code Amendment Act 2005).  
The intent behind this legislation may be to ensure that those enslaved through 
debt-bondage are granted support as victims of trafficking; however, it is almost 
certain that any sex worker entering Australia under a contract could be considered to 
be working under an arrangement of debt bondage. This is an extremely wide 
definition of debt bondage as it is likely that any person who facilitates the entry of a 
worker into Australia has financial power over that person, as they are in the better 
position to set the terms and details of contracts. While it is ultimately left to judicial 
discretion to determine whether or not a contract was exploitative, this definition 
establishes guidelines that could feasibly define all contract arrangements as 
exploitative. In this instance, all commercial elements of migrant sex work are 
rendered harmful. The Australian Government’s reluctance to establish a visa for 
migrant sex workers, as recommended by several sex worker groups in Australia, also 
 13 
indicates that legislators do not see prostitution as equivalent to other forms of labour 
(Australian Parliament 2005, 43). 
 
Depictions of the trafficked experience 
 
This implicit acceptance in trafficking policy of the inherent harm of sex work 
suggests that sex workers in general and migrant sex workers in particular are 
positioned as victims who must be rescued.  This characterisation is clearly evident in 
media discourses about sex trafficking. 
The 2003 media stories of Puangthong Simaplee, a 27 year old Thai woman 
who died while confined at the Villawood Detention Centre outside Sydney, 
Australia, while awaiting deportation, demonstrates the strength of this understanding 
of harm and its influence on public policy.  According to media stories at the time, 
Simaplee was detained after immigration officers discovered her during a raid on a 
Sydney brothel.  The media portrayal of her enslavement as a prostitute from age 
twelve not only gained these journalists a 2003 Human Rights Award (print media 
category), but is credited with motivating the Australian Government to bring 
legislation and anti-trafficking policy in line with newly created international 
standards, particularly the 2003 UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons with Special Reference to Women and Children (Maltzahn 
2008). 
Such stories of trafficked women dominate in the media, political debates and 
academic literature, typically involving young women, tricked into moving away 
from home and family, lured by false promises of earning substantial amounts of 
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money in exotic locations.  Once they arrive to work in the promised bar, restaurant or 
as housemaid or nanny, their passports are taken and they are forced into prostitution 
to repay travel costs (Hughes 2001, 11). Trafficking is consistently linked with 
slavery and this is supported by accounts depicting the stripping, displaying and 
auctioning of trafficked women and children (Hughes 2001, 12). 
 This image of victimisation encompasses not only the innocence of the 
trafficked women and children, but their unwillingness to work (and inexperience) as 
sex workers.  Exposếs of trafficking make much of the “breaking in” of these women, 
a process where they are raped and beaten upon their arrival “in order to break the 
woman’s will and to impress upon them their powerlessness ... the rape also teaches 
women how to do prostitution sex” (Maltzahn 2004). While there is some recognition 
that the majority of women trafficked into prostitution are aware of the work they will 
be doing, such women are “coated with a dusting of victimisation to make them more 
palatable” (Doezema 2000, 34). In such cases, the “knowing trafficking victim” is 
rendered innocent by the invocation of her poverty and desperation (Murray 1998, 
57). Victimisation is also alluded in discourses about refugee camps for displaced 
persons “providing a ready pool of vulnerable women and children to be recruited 
into the global sex industry” (Carrington and Hearn 2003, 4). 
What happens when the victim, constructed as a sexually blameless young 
woman, is revealed to be other than the trafficked innocent?  Interestingly, this exact 
scenario occurred in Australia when a later media expose revealed a different life 
journey for Simaplee, the trafficking victim noted above.  In this alternative 
biography, Simaplee was portrayed as a young woman who travelled for work and 
adventure, entering Australia voluntarily at the age of twenty-one “to see the happy 
life” (Saunders, forthcoming). Photos produced by her parents, which show her in the 
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Snowy Mountains, on Bondi Beach, in Melbourne and on Sydney Harbour, certainly 
put paid to the myth of her imprisonment, which was much touted in earlier stories.  
However, while the truth of Simaplee’s plight is unclear, this second story is unlikely 
to have motivated a government to change its policy and legislation to protect victims 
of trafficking.  
 How this story became the one that could not be ignored by the Australian 
government demonstrates the prominence of the discourse of women, sex, commerce, 
migration and harm.  Despite questions over the accuracy of the case, the story of 
Simaplee was intentionally used by Australian anti-trafficking organisation Project 
Respect to bring political attention to trafficking. Project Respect not only sought 
legal standing to appear before the coronial inquest into Simaplee’s death as ‘a person 
of sufficient interest in the subject matter’ (Singh cited in Maltzahn 2008, 61), but 
they also worked directly with journalist Elisabeth Wynhausen to produce articles for 
publication in The Australian newspaper. Kathleen Maltzahn, founder of Project 
Respect, remarked that ‘by the time the coronial inquiry [into Simaplee’s death] 
began in early 2003, Wynhausen was ready to go’ (Maltzahn, 2008, p. 64). The 
stories on trafficking produced by Wynhausen and O’Brien commenced in March 
2003, and by April politicians were acting on the issue (Wynhausen and O’Brien 
2003a, 6; Wynhausen and O’Brien 2003b, 6; Wynhausen and O’Brien 2003c). Stories 
of abused children and imprisoned women were most popular with the media at that 
time. Maltzahn acknowledges that ‘the child trafficking claim pulled in media outlets 
that might not ordinarily have bothered with a death-in-custody story’ (Maltzahn 
2008, 64), but that most media outlets ‘lost interest’ in the Simaplee case when it 
became clear that she had not been trafficked as a child (Maltzahn 2008, 66).  
 16 
The “tale of two Simaplee’s” highlights the problems of using myth and 
cultural paranoia to understand a very real, complex problem.  The distinctions 
between trafficking and smuggling, between coercion and consent, are muddied when 
we discuss the harm of illegal migration into the sex industry.  However, these 
distinctions do have real consequences for the women and children involved.  In 
Germany, for example, the penalty for trafficking is reduced when a woman knows 
she is going to be a prostitute or is considered “not far from being a prostitute”.  Other 
countries, including Columbia, Uganda, Canada, Japan and Brazil have similar 
provisions (Doezema 2000, 43). Netherlands police will refuse to investigate 
complaints of trafficking by women who continue working as sex workers (Doezema 
1998, 45). 
Such portrayals also serve to hide the exploitation, deceit and coercion that 
can occur when women knowingly and willingly travel illegally into a country to 
work as prostitutes.  These women are not the forced, innocent and naive victims of 
the trafficking myth.  They may have willingly paid their “trafficker”, they may 
already work as a sex worker, they may understand they will have to work for a time 
‘under contract’ in a brothel.  When they arrive, they may find that their debt is far 
greater than they agreed, that they will have no choice in their clients, and that the 
hours they must work are excessive.  “It is one thing to save innocent victims of 
trafficking, quite another to recognise that guilty sex workers deserve respect for their 
rights as workers, as women and as migrants” (Doezema 2000, 47). The positioning 
of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ victims aligns closely to notions of harm and ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
sex. It is the women who explicitly rejected the ‘bad’ sex who are accepted as ‘good’ 
victims, while those who agreed to commercial sex lose their victim status.  
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Hierarchy of victims 
 
These characterisations suggest a hierarchy of victimisation where those who 
are kidnapped or coerced are worthy of protection and those who agreed to work in 
the sex industry deserve their exploitation. This dichotomy between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
victims is perpetuated through the policy-making process where anti-trafficking 
advocates present only part of the entire picture (O’Brien 2013). This is particularly 
the case in the United States, where witnesses to congressional hearings present 
stories of how women are forced into sexual exploitation.  
Two narratives are dominant in the US congressional hearings between 1999 
and 2005. The first utilises the familiar victimisation discourse where women are 
either drugged and kidnapped, or sold to traffickers, before being placed in brothels 
where they are held prisoner. The experience of Anita Sharma Bhattaria (US 
Congress 1999) followed this pattern. The hypothetical story of ‘Lydia’ told by Laura 
Lederer of the US anti-trafficking organisation, Protection Project, also followed a 
pattern of drugging, kidnapping and imprisoning. Lederer explained that the story was 
a manufactured composite of many of the experiences of victims and said, ‘Now, take 
Lydia’s story and multiply it by hundreds of thousands, and you can get a picture of 
the scope of the problem’ (US Congress 1999, 35-36). The stories of ‘Gina’, ‘Ganga’, 
and ‘Shoba’ told to the hearings by Linda Smith, founder of US anti-trafficking 
group, Shared Hope International, all followed the pattern of being sold into 
prostitution as young girls (US Congress 2002, 63). Similarly, the story of ‘Bopha’, 
told by then-Director of the US State Department’s Office to Monitor and Combat 
Trafficking, John Miller, depicts a woman whose agency is taken away from her 
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when she married a man in Cambodia who then sold her to a brothel (US Congress 
2004, 3-4).  
An alternative narrative underpinned numerous stories of women who were 
initially offered well-paying jobs in restaurants, bars or domestic labour, and were 
instead forced to work in prostitution. Lederer facilitated the testimony of several 
witnesses who claimed to have been offered lucrative jobs, but in reality having their 
passports taken away, being forced into debt-bondage as a prostitute, and receiving 
threats of violence against themselves or their family if they rebelled. (US Congress 
2000; US Congress 2001). This was also the experience of ‘Inez’ who personally 
testified (US Congress 2000). Inez travelled to the US after being offered a job in a 
restaurant, claiming that on arrival ‘I was told I owed a smuggling fee of $2,500 and 
had to pay it off selling my body to men.’ Gary Haugen, of US anti-trafficking group, 
International Justice Mission, related similar stories about ‘Sumita’ (US Congress 
2000, 37) and ‘Balamani’ (US Congress 2002, 62), while John Miller described more 
stories of Sasha, Mercy and Dacey, who were offered jobs in restaurants before being 
forced into prostitution (US Congress 2003, 3).  
Jordan suggests that ‘[w]omen trafficked into forced prostitution are treated as 
“Madonnas” (innocent, vulnerable) who need assistance and support or as “whores” 
(conniving, tainted) who need redemption and rehabilitation’ (Jordan 2002, 30). In 
attempting to create a blameless Madonna, these narratives ignore women who 
choose to work in the sex industry (but are also exploited or trafficked) as well as 
both women and men who are trafficked for other forms of labour. A focus on the 
issue of consent in trafficking discourse is partly responsible for the creation of this 
dichotomy (Chapkis 2003, 929).  
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While the ‘innocence’ of trafficked women is a narrative most often advocated 
by anti-prostitution groups, and relies on a belief in the inherent harm of sex work, 
this hierarchy of victimisation has also been criticised by them. Dorchen Leidholdt, a 
founder of the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women, criticised federal legislation, 
the Trafficking Victims Protection Act 2000, for adopting this dichotomy, stating that 
‘[t]he bill reinforces a distinction feminists have fought for decades: the good victims 
deserve assistance and protection versus the bad girls who have chosen their fate and 
are on their own’ (Leidholt 2000 in Chapkis 2003, 929). Again, this speaks to the 
inherent harm of sexual commerce, rather than simply the protection of innocent 
victims. 
None of the stories related by individuals and organisations in the United 
States included women who may have chosen to work in the sex industry, but who on 
arrival were forced into debt bondage or other exploitative working conditions. Regan 
Ralph of Human Rights Watch questioned the dominance of cases of women being 
kidnapped or sold into slavery and the truth of the narrative suggesting that trafficking 
victims have been given false promises of jobs in other industries before being forced 
into prostitution. She says, “There are women who are making choices to migrate. 
They may not be making choices to migrate into sex work, but in some cases they 
may be” (US Congress 2000, 58). Despite Ralph’s testimony that debt-bondage was 
the most common form of coercion, or that some women may have chosen to work in 
the sex industry, but were still suffering from severe exploitation, the vast majority of 
stories focused on the well-defined narrative of the innocent victim.  
While these stories depict harrowing experiences, the perception created does 
not necessarily reflect the many differing forms of trafficking, nor the differing 
experiences of victims. American journalist and frequent reporter on trafficking issues 
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Anthony DeStefano argues that the tendency to focus on sex trafficking over other 
forms is due in part to the media’s bias in reporting these stories (DeStefano 2008). 
Similarly, Soderlund argues that ‘Activist strategies [during the hearings] centred 
around the “victim subject” — often embodied in personal testimonials from the most 
abject sufferers — are not only more likely to draw governmental and media attention 
to a cause, but also serve as a point of commonality’ (Soderlund 2005, 69). She agrees 
that these stories are more likely to become accepted as the central narrative as they 
are ‘frequently selected by journalists because of their sensationalistic qualities’ 
(Soderlund 2005, 71).  
In some cases, this sensationalising of stories of trafficking and prostitution 
are the fault of anti-trafficking organisations. The Coalition Against Trafficking in 
Women has been accused of intentionally excluding positive accounts of sex work in 
research on women working in the entertainment industry in the Philippines. Saunders 
says, ‘experiences shared by sex workers that did not fit into the mould of relentless 
sexual exploitation were filtered out during the interviewing process’ (Saunders 2005, 
350).  This filtering of cases sometimes occurs unintentionally. Survey samples of 
trafficking victims often suffer from ‘severe selection bias’ because the nature of the 
service provided by the agency has an impact on the type of victims who use the 
service (Di Nicola 2007, 59).  Organisations that provide services only to a specific 
group will record data only on that group, often under-representing male victims of 
trafficking (Kangaspunta 2007, 30). Even data from police services can misrepresent 
the true nature of trafficking, because women who most frequently come into contact 
with police or service agencies were those who had experienced the most exploitation 
and victimisation (Weitzer 1999, 84).  
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The over-representation of victims trafficked for sexual exploitation versus 
other forms of labour in policy discourse is also partly due to an institutional focus on 
sex. Di Nicola argues that the concentration of international and national public 
debate and the media on sex trafficking is further exacerbated through the distribution 
of government funding, which prioritises victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation 
(Di Nicola 2007, 52 and 66) over other victims of trafficking. This results in a 
misleading impression that the majority of victims are trafficked for prostitution 
(David 2007, 8).  
Anti-trafficking groups clearly do play a part in perpetuating myths. However, 
they can also play an important role in addressing some of this misinformation.  For 
instance, while Project Respect were responsible for generating media interest in the 
first version of the Simaplee story, they also made efforts to broaden legislators’ 
understandings of trafficking. During Parliamentary Inquiries in Australia, Project 
Respect, along with researcher Elizabeth Hoban and United Nations advisor Anne 
Gallagher, reported on cases of trafficking where women sought work in the sex 
industry and were subsequently exploited for their labour. This is in stark contrast to 
the situation in the United States where this category of victim was invisible during 
congressional hearings. The migrant sex worker narrative is consistently invisible in 
public debates, yet may offer a better understanding of the phenomenon of trafficking. 
The absence of migrant sex worker voices in the political arena was highlighted 
during the Australian Parliamentary Inquiry into sex trafficking in 2003 (Australian 
Parliament 2003, 43-45; Australian Parliament 2004, 42). Janelle Fawkes of the 
Scarlet Alliance, Australia’s peak organisation representing sex workers, criticised the 
process for failing to incorporate the experiences of non-trafficked migrant women, 
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arguing that ‘Key people who could inform the discussion have been quickly removed 
from the country’ (Fawkes 2008). 
 
Migrating for Work 
 
Another problem with these narratives is that trafficking is never examined 
outside the cultural paranoia and myth as part of a bigger story of travelling for work.  
In 2005, the UN estimated that 3 percent of the world’s population were migrants 
(191 million) and that 30-40 million might be unauthorised (Agustin 2007, 16). The 
same report also estimated that women currently constitute more than half of all 
migrants, both legal and illegal, and that women who accept the challenge of 
migration are increasingly motivated by the desire for personal betterment as well as, 
or even rather than, by family responsibilities (Agustin 2007, 19). Such statistics 
should be placed in the context of recent reports by the International Labour 
Organisation, which estimated that 30% of the world’s labour force is unemployed 
and unable to sustain a minimum standard of living (Kempadoo 1998, 15). 
From the late 20
th
 century we have been witness to the “largest mass migration 
in human history” due to the reconfiguration of the global economy, an increased 
ability to travel, the displacement and dispossession of marginalised people, an 
awareness of better options, armed conflict, and an aspiration to explore the world 
(Kapur 2005, 27). Women have figured largely in this mass migration and are mostly 
employed on a contractual basis as foreign domestic workers in the “maid trade” 
(Murray 1998, 59).  
Migrants selling sex are found travelling in every possible direction.  By the 
1980s, up to 60% of the women working in the sex industry in the Netherlands were 
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from Latin America and Asia and by the 1990s, 70% of the sex workers in Japan were 
reported to be from the Philippines, while Afghan and Bangladeshi women can be 
found working as sex workers in Pakistan.  In India, the sex industry workforce 
currently includes women from Nepal, and women from Eastern Europe, Russia and 
Vietnam can be found working in China.  Thai sex workers work in Australia, 
Russian women in Egypt, Ghanians in Austria, Nigerians in Senegal, and Italian and 
Polish women in Germany (Kempadoo 1998, 15).  
It is also clear that the vast majority of migrants who travel to work in the sex 
industry know early on that their work will have a sexual component.  This has been 
documented in Australia (David 2000), Northern and Southern Europe (Agustin 
2007), the US (Chapkis 2003), and Japan (Murray 1998). While ‘knowing 
beforehand’ does not mean that exploitation and unhappiness will not occur, migrants 
also widely understand that migration carries risks and dangers.  “Women in Nairobi 
who were asked if they realised that sex jobs could be dangerous, answered that they 
were not selling sex in order to live safely but to earn money and be independent” 
(Agustin 2007, 33). However, it would be incorrect to infer that economics are the 
only reasons why people migrate.  Desire, pleasure, romance, risk, adventure, and the 
opportunity for a new life all feature in stories of migration (Agustin 2007). 
To be able to migrate, two options are available: to arrive with legal 
documentation, or to arrive illegally.  Given that most people migrate to create a 
better life for themselves and their families, they need to earn money.  However, 
many migrants cannot gain access to the formal economy of their destination country, 
because they do not have the requisite skills or qualifications, because their 
qualifications aren’t recognised, or because the numbers of foreign workers in their 
particular trade are limited.  Since work permits are generally difficult to obtain, and 
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for citizens of many countries, accessing even a tourist visa can be difficult, illegal 
migration to work in the informal sector of a country may be the only option (Agustin 
2007). 
The informal economy includes work not recognised by government accounting  
such as do-it-yourself work; guarding parking spaces; bet running; providing bed and 
breakfast; begging; selling food, sunglasses, produce, leather goods; carpentry and 
construction services; nannying and domestic labour.  It is a vast, unregulated, 
unprotected sector of the economy, and includes both legal and illegal workers 
(Agustin 2007). Perhaps not surprisingly, women are disproportionally represented in 
informal economies world-wide.  Moreover, an increasingly globalised economy has 
seen many women migrate to seize economic opportunities overseas, where for 
example, the Philippines has put more women into the global workforce than any 
other country (Kempadoo 1998, 17). In the case of migration, informal work may be 
the only available way of making a living.  Certainly jobs selling sex are a part of the 
informal sector in all countries, but laws prohibiting or regulating prostitution and 
migration combine to create highly complex and often oppressive situations for 
women if they become involved in prostitution once abroad. There are therefore few 
legal and independent ways to migrate in the informal sector and as a consequence 
migrants are forced to make use of intermediaries who sell information, services and 
documents. When migrants cannot afford to buy these outright, they go into debt. 
Those who sell these services are often family members, old friends, tourist 
acquaintances or independent entrepreneurs, and the services they offer include 
passports, visas, work permits, advice, money, transportation, lodgings and contact 
with potential employers.  What is clear is that the decision to take such a journey 
requires these networks and this in turn relies on social as well as economic capital.  
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Such networks are also not difficult to find in countries where “out travel” is normal 
and they may even be part of the formal sector, for example, in travel agencies 
(Agustin 2007, 27). 
Hari-Prar arranged my illegal documents.  It took him months, many 
trips to Chandigarh and Delhi and cost me everything Prakash had saved.  
My passport name, officially, was Jyoti Vijh.  My date of birth made me 
safely nineteen years old.  ‘Otherwise problems’ said the travel advisors.  
All over Punjab, travel agents are willing to advise (Indian nanny in New 
York) (Agustin 2007, 28).  
These networks are not new, but they have been criticised en masse since the cultural 
paranoia over sex trafficking.   The irony is that immigration into wealthy countries is 
very restricted even while a demand exists for these workers – especially for women 
in domestic labour, as marriage partners and in the sex and entertainment industry.  
There is also a differentiation of treatment based on country of origin, where in 
Australia for example, young women from the UK and Canada have no problem 
getting working visas, while young women from South East Asia are denied such 
access (Murray 1998, 58). Such differential immigration policies can also be situated 
within the more general discussion of forced versus voluntary prostitution.  As such, 
the victim of trafficking is part of a much bigger set of concerns that differentiate 
along racial lines (Murray 1998, 42). 
 
The non-Western woman, on the other hand, is positioned as “ignorant, poor, 
uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-orientated, victimised”.  She is not yet 
a “whole or developed person”, but instead resembles “a minor needing guidance, 
assistance and help”.  This construct then stands in opposition to a western woman 
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who is believed to have (or the potential to have) “control over her income, body and 
sexuality: the emancipated, independent post-modern woman” (Kempadoo 1998, 11). 
 
This image of the victim of trafficking rests on the role of the West as 
‘rescuer’.  However, once rescued, the majority of trafficked women and girls are not 
allowed to stay in the destination country.  Rather, they are returned home as 
undocumented migrants, left to face the shame and humiliation that accompanies such 
categorisation.  In addition, there is fear of reprisals from traffickers or that the 
woman’s family or home community will be made aware of her involvement in 
criminalised, stigmatised activities.   These women and children also return to the 
same situation that prompted their migration, smuggling, or trafficking in the first 
place, and as a consequence such newly returned migrants may simply make new 
attempts to leave, making them once again vulnerable to smuggling, deception or 
coercion in the migration process (Kempadoo 2005, xvii).  
 
Conclusion 
 
The trafficking discourse tends to rely on the notion that poor women are 
better off staying at home than leaving and possibly getting into trouble.  Efforts to 
prevent trafficking thus focus on preventing migration; however, the money that 
migrants send home not only contributes to individual families but represents a large 
proportion of many countries’ GDP.  For example, the World Bank estimated that 
migrant remittances to developing countries reached almost $80 billion in 2002 and 
these exceeded the net foreign direct investment for the first time.  Poorer countries 
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thus have little interest in controlling outward movement, either legal or illegal, and 
embassies and consulates will often grant spurious visas (Kapur 2005, 28). 
Perhaps unfortunately, in a climate of cultural paranoia over transnational 
crime, people smuggling, and terrorism, the courage and initiative required to change 
one’s life circumstances through migration is ignored in the desire to see all illegal 
migration as the result of deceit, coercion and exploitation.  What is needed is safe 
migration.  In this way the violation and injustices in the current process could be 
eliminated and the right to freedom of movement be guaranteed for all.  “People don’t 
want to be rescued, they want to be safe.  They don’t want to go back, they want to go 
on” (Kempadoo 2005, xvi). While migration for prostitution brings its own specific 
issues and problems for the women concerned, its central elements are still about 
independence and economic opportunity.   
                                                        
[ii]
 with the exception of a few counties in Nevada. 
[iii]
 In Queensland, Victoria, and the Australian Capital Territory legal sex work includes licensed or 
registered brothels and private workers. In New South Wales this is extended to street based sex work 
in designated areas. In South Australia there are no laws forbidding prostitution and thus private 
operators are legal, however brothel prostitution and soliciting remain illegal. The situation is similar in 
Tasmania where only self-employed sex workers may operate (Quadara 2008, 15-17). 
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